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Save the Ledges!
by NEIL HAMILTON
Located only 12 miles southwest of Ames, lies one
of the most beautiful natural areas of the slat-The
Ledges  State Park.
Noted for its native hardwood forests, scenic views
and unique  limestone outcroppings,  the  Ledges  has
been one of the most popular  of  Iowa's  state parks,
and currently draws over 500,000 visitor days of use
per year. From its origin, the Ledges has served as a
major   source   of   recreation   and   inspiration   for
residents of the state and ISU students. The park has
created a multitude of memories, but in the last few
years  the  most  scenic  and  unique  portion  of  the
Ledges  has  been  put  in  jeopardy.  The  controversy
revolves   around   the   Army   Corps   of   Engineer's
Saylorville Dam project for flood control on the Des
Moines   River;    and   the   effects   of   the   resulting
reservoir   on   the   aesthetics   and   biological   com-
munities  of  the lower Ledges.
Major  conservation  groups  involved  in  the  con-
troversy, the Sierra Club, the Citizens United to Save
the Ledges, and Iowa State Public Interest Research
Group  (ISPIRG) ,  argue that the occasional flooding
of the lower Ledges will result in an alternation of the
water  table,  and  the  slow  death  of  the  trees  and
vegetation.   The   frequency   and   duration   of   the
inundation will determine the amount of destruction.
Many  argue  that  it  will  only  be  a  matter  of  time
before the lower Ledges turns into an unsightly mud
flat  riddled with  dead  trees  and  trash.
The Corps does not seriously dispute the validity of
these objections, but rather claims that the project is
merited  by   the  overall  benefits.   In  a   time  when
unique natural areas are quickly disappearing in the
wake of urban expansion, the value of these benefits
is  questionable.  Social  and  psychological  needs  as
well  as  aesthetic,  recreational  and  wildlife  values
cannot adequately be measured in monetary  terms.
Such   intangible   considerations   are   therefore
minimized  or  absent  from  benefit /cost  ratios.  But
not all benefits and costs are of an economic nature.
Flooding   will   drastically   change   the   natural
aspects  and  physical  layout  of  the  park.   Already
plans  are  on  the  board  to  redesign  the  park  and
acquire additional forested acreage to  the east.  But
merely   expanding   boundaries   will   not   solve   the
problem.  Alternative  plans  are  needed  to  save  the
lower  Ledges.
Conservation groups  have  rallied  public  support
for   other   reasonable   options.   Because   the   dam
construction is nearly completed, the cessation of the
entire  project  is  not  a  viable  solution.   Two  alter-
natives   to   alleviate   probable   damage   are   being
discussed among citizens of central Iowa. First is the
construction of a barrier dike and pumping station in
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the  lower  Ledges,  to  prevent  the  back  water  from
reaching the park. The pumping station is necessary
to pump the water  of Pease  Creek  to  the reservoir.
This  solution  would  cost  approximately  $7  million
(total costs for the project are about $70 million). This
alternative  has  its  own  scenic  drawbacks,   but  is
receiving the greatest amount of attention presently.
A  second  alternative  would  be  a  recomputation
and  rescheduling  of  the  release rates  for  the reser-
voir. By accelerating the release rate during flooding,
the water level could be prevented from reaching the
level of the Ledges.  This plan does  create questions
concerning the flood control value of the project, but
seems  to  be  a  more  reasonable  answer  by  many
citizens.
This   controversy   has   created   considerable
dialogue and litigation, but no actual agreement has
been  reached.  Whether  a  decision  will  be  coming
shortly is not certain, but the Corps has again found
itself on the wrong side of the battle. This decision will
be of extreme importance to the people of Ames and
Iowa. We can only hope that the agreement reached
respects the unique beauty and value of the Ledges.
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